Perhaps the most popular children's book of all time is Per
Struwwelpeter, a short volume of verse for children three to six years of age, which was written and illustrated in 1844 by Dr, Heinrich Hoffmann, a physician of some social standing in Frankfort am Main, Germany. Setting out to buy a picture book suitable for his three year old son, Carl, shortly before Christmas of that year. Dr. Hoffmann found the psychology of the children's literature for sale entirely wrongheaded and brought home an empty copy book to create a picture book of his own instead. Little Carl was delighted with his Christmas present, which was destined to foster an entirely new form of children's literature in Germany, but soon relatives and friends, notably the later publishers of Hoffmann's works, Rutten und Loning, persuaded the surprised author to let his little book appear in print. Based on the drawings that the kindly physician used to humor his littlest patients, when called to their bedside, the book of rhymes was initially titled Lustige Geschichten und drollige Bilder fur Kinder von 3-6 Jahren and was an instantaneous success when it was published in January, 1845. In four weeks the first edition, comprising 1500 copies, was exhausted. A second edition was immediately begun and the book's success continued unabated. By 1896, the one hundredth edition had been printed and, to date, literally hundreds of editions of this little book have appeared.
The final version of Per Struwwelpeter, as it is known and loved by millions of German speakers today and which is the edition that Twain translated, contains nine different rhymes and their accompanying illustrations depicting children in the act of misbehaving. In each rhyme the naughty child has to suffer the consequences of his disobedience Sometimes, as in the case of the girl who played with matches and the boy who would not eat his soup, the outcome is tragic. However, in the other rhymes, the sad results of their disobedience are sufficient to cure the little people of their folly. A tenth poem is about a hunter who narrowly escapes becoming the victim of the rabbit he set out to shoot.
An eleventh poem is about the Christ Child, bringer of gifts at Christmas time in German-speaking countries, who will present each well-behaved child with lots of presents and a pretty picture book.
As a result of heavy losses on his investment in the ill-fated Paige typesetter, Mark Twain had been obliged to dislodge his family from its handsome Hartford, Connecticut home and take his wife and daughters to live in Europe in July, 1891. Small wonder that he, in this predicament, should conceive of the idea of writing a translation of the famous German children's story book, mentioned above, with a view to duplicating its success in the English-speaking world. An excited letter to Fred J. Hall on October 27, 1891, contains elaborate instructions for the marketing of Twain*s translation of Per Struwwelpeter (titled Slovenly Peter), which the author described in his letter to his publisher as "a book for little children 3 to 7 years old,"^and which had been the product of "three days and nights" of feverish activity.
Although Twain did not expect the manuscript to reach his publisher until November 7th, he rather unrealistically counseled Hall to place hiŝ Hamlin Lewis Hill, ed., Mark Twain's Letters to His Publishers, 1867 -1894 University of California Press, 1967) Try how pretty you can be Till I come again," said she.
Again, in the rhyme about Hanns-Stare-in-the-Alr, Twain translated the word "Mappe" or "schoolbag" erroneously as "atlas," apparently inspired by the German word's similarity to Che English "map": Vor die eignen Fiisse dicht, Ja, da sah der Bursche nlcht. Also dass ein jeder ruft:
Twain's rendition is as follows: The l i t t l e matchstick does burn bright.
It flickers gaily, crackles loudly
Just the way you see it in the picture.
Twain
Paulinchen heard the catties not. The match did bum both bright and hot. It crackled gaily, sputtered free.
As you it in the picture see.N ote that Twain takes some liberties at times to imitate German word order.
Such changes show that Twain had a rare sensitivity to language and some considerable talent in translation.
However skillful some passages of Slovenly Peter may be,, it will not be a concern of this paper to discuss this aspect of Twain*s translations in any depth. Instead, it is the writer's intention to focus on those differences between the German and American versions which account for the marked disparity in tone and difficulty of Per Struwwelpeter and Slovenly Peter. Four categories of differences are discussed below:
1. Levels of diction and syntactic structures.
We need go no further than Twain's description of the beloved Struwwelpeter figure himself to find evidence to support the contention But when he saw it was his pa. He changed his mind again, aha! One of the charming aspects of Twain's rendition of the original Hoffmann rhjmes is the way in which Twain mingles the "high-falutin" with down-toearth egressions like "struck him blind," "snatched the spoon," "to club to death," etc. It should be noted, however, that the juxtaposition of "high tone" with the down-to-earth in Twain's jingle has a humorous, almost 'slapstick' effect, far removed from the baleful humor of the original.
Slovenly Peter is replete with rhymes whose level of diction is beyond the reach of children. In the "Tale of the Young Black Chap,"
The three they laugh and scoff and wink And mock at that poor Missing Link...
. [italics mine]
The Moor also 'hoists' his umbrella in the Twain version, while the German states simply that he took his parasol (nahm...seinen Sonnenschirm), In the "Story of Ugly Frederick," the dog is o'ercome by 'Voe and grief," "desiring some relief," He bites "that brutal boy full sore/ Which made the latter prance and roar." Again, in "The Sad Tale of the Match-Box," Twain's description of Paulinchen as she discovers the matches is far above the level of under standing of a young child:
As she now through the room did spring, All light of heart and soul a-wing, She saw where sudden burst on sight The things wherewith one strikes a light. "Oho," says she, "my hopes awake;...."
The aforementioned verses are only a few of many examples of material that seems to be addressed not to children but to adult readers.
2. Bad grammar, slang or colloquial terms, and 'asides.* Slovenly Peter is replete with examples of bad grammar, slang or colloquial terms and 'asides* that are not present in the original. In "The Tale of the Terrible Hunter," the rabbit "smooched" the hunter's "specs," while "that green old boy" took a nap or, as Twain phrased it, "sought the sod." In the "Tale of the Young Black Chap," Twain resorts to slang in order to achieve a saucy rhyme;
The sun it smote him on his smeller And so he hoisted his umbrella. There is no question that Twain lovers would enjoy lines like the above.
At the same time, however, it must be apparent that many of Twain's verses A quick glance at the above lines will show the reader that Twain greatly elaborated on the sections in Hoffmann^s verse in which Frederick whips the dog and the dog enjoys Frederick's dinner. Whereas the original states simply that the dog sat down at Frederick's little table, ate the big cake, and also ate the good liverwurst, and drank the wine for his thirst. Twain has the dog "sing praises soft and sweet and low," "sip [s] the wine, so rich and red," feel "it swimming in his head," and munch "grateful at the cake." With these terms, as with the image "link by link the liver-sausage disappears," and "wishes he might never wake from this debauch," Twain has infused his translation with a gourmand's delight not present in the original, and which is, indeed, alien to a child's world.
The references to "Fred'rick's heir" and "this estate/ That dog inherits and will ate.*" are not only foreign to the original German text but are sophisticated terms for any child to understand. And Twain's comments on the un-grammatical "will ate" tfy child, never use an expression like that. It is utterly unprincipled and outrageous to say ate when you mean eat, and you must never do it except when crowded for a rhyme. As you grow up you will find that poetry is a sandy road to travel, and the only way to pull through at all is to lay your grammar down and take hold with both hands.
M.T.
certainly indicate that every line of this supposed note to a child con tains concepts beyond the grasp of any young child. It seems likely that Twain, in an attempt to redeem his forced rhyme "will ate," appended a note that was only superficially addressed to a child, but which he calculated would put the more mature readers of his work in stitches.
The final line of Twain's jingle, "And his hurt soul relents in tears" is not found in the German rhyme and is clearly an expression that children of a tender age would find hard to understand. It appears simply to have occurred to Twain as a good rhyme for his clever image "link by link the liver-sausage disappears...." The lines "He hangs the whip upon the chair,/ And mounts aloft and seats him there," seem more to have been suggested by the illustrations to the original Per StruxjwelPeter. The Hoffmann text states simply that the dog "has brought along the whip and watches it very carefully" as though to be sure it will not be misused again by malicious Frederick.
Through changes in tone and through some additions to the original German text, Twain's "The Tale of the Terrible Hunter" is very different from Hoffmann's "Geschichte vom wilden Jager." Twain speaks of a "dread ful hunterman" where Hoffmann used the terms "wilder Jager" or "wild hunter." It Is important to note chat "wild" is a word that is frequently used in German to refer to unruly children as in the expression "Seid nicht so wild!" (*Stop that horseplay!*).^^It does not necessarily mean 'ferocious,' but rather 'out of control.' The word wild does, however, burden the hunter's activity with a negative connotation. The reader's sympathy is slightly more with the rabbit, who finally has a chance to get even by letting the hunter have some of his own medicine. He took his game-bag, powder, gun. And fiercely to the fields he spun.
However, the original Hoffmann rhyme states simply that the "wilde" hunter put on his new green jacket, took his knapsack, powderhorn, and flint, and quickly ran out into the field. The adverb fiercely that Twain employed not only presupposes a more sophisticated vocabulary on the part of the reader but endows the hunter with an attribute that Hoffmann probably never intended. The same observations may be made about "smug and trim" used to describe the hunter. When the original rhyme speaks of the sun shining so much that the hunter's gun grew too heavy for him. Twain renders this as: Aside from what may have seemed, to the reading public of Twain's day, an indelicate reference to perspiration, it seems to this writer that a certain sophistication is necessary for a child to connect the term "sweating" with the idea of the sun shining too much. By the same token, it is hard to imagine the expression "mortal heavy" making much sense to a six or seven year old. O'er marsh and moor, through glade and dell.
The awful clamor rose and fell. And in its course where passed this flight. All life lay smitten dead with fright.
While these additions go beyond the scope of the original text, they seem to harmonize with the drawings accompanying that text. On the other hand, in characterizing Hoffmann*s placid little rabbit who caught the spoon, was burned by the hot coffee, and who cried out, "Who burned me?", Twain is clearly in the realm of his own imagination (and beyond the scope of the original) when he adds the last twelve lines with the sentiment that he is ready to "club to death the clumsy lout who'd brought this accident about." Until he discovers that it is his own father, it is hard to imagine the little bunny letting out a "baleful murd'rous shout."
Twain saw humor in the fact that the little rabbit backed down, when he realized that it was his own father who had caused him to be burned by the spilled coffee. In Hoffmann, the humor is derived from the fact that the rabbit shot the farmer wife's cup in half and that the baby rabbit caught the spoon. Though the humor is derived from the situation in Hoffmann's rhyme and, at least in part from situation in the Twainian jingle, the American author's rhyme contains a darker kind of humor, reflecting on the disparity of power between father and son, great and small. It is a sneering, almost sardonic kind of humor, totally foreign to and changing the intention of the original German version. Now, if they had but hid their glee, They*s still be white and fair to see.
The message Twain's careless translation conveys is that a person can laugh at the Moor, just so long as no one catches him at it.
Similarly, in the German version of "Story of the Thumbsucker,"
Hoffmann relates the sad tale of a boy named Konrad, whose mother had will not eat it --loathe it now; I can't! I won't! I shan't, I vow!"
The third day came lo, once so sleek, Observe him now, how thin and weak! Yet still his flag he feebly flew And hailed that humble dish a-new: ''No swill for me; I'm not a cow, I will not eat it --loathe it now; I can't! I won't! I shan't! I vow!"
The fourth day came, and here you see How doth this little busy bee; He weighed perhaps a half a pound Death came and tucked him in the ground.
Because of the tongue-in-cheek humor of Twain's jingle, the moral of the original is lost. Where in the Hoffmann version, it is a virtue to eat one's soup and corpulence is looked on as a desirable attribute, Twain makes Kaspar's size and his appetite the object of ridicule. It may be well to point out that Hoffmann*s character ate his soup because it was good for hiTD» even necessary to life, not because it made him fat or "added flesh." As soon as the necessity to life and good health of the daily soup has been denied and its only virtue seen in terms of obesity, one cannot seriously expect a self-respecting child to feel any obligation to eat i t .
The question that Fussy-Philip's father raises Twain negates all the seriousness of Hoffmann's rhyme. The incident is now simply an amusing one; all its original didactic value has been lost.
When Heinrich Hoffmann went out to buy a picture book for his young son Carl, the books he saw were geared more to the adult mind. If a picture of a horse, dog, bird, table, bench, pot or pan was shown, there would be a small note in a corner of the page informing the reader that the pictured object was 1/3, 1/8, or 1/10 of the actual size. Hoffmann recognized that the child was not concerned with such measurements, that for him or her the object represented on the page was the real thing.
The picture books Hoffmann found upon the booksellers' shelves con tained moral admonitions: Be clean! Be careful with the matchbox and leave it alone! Be obedient! What disturbed Hoffmann about these books was not their attempt to teach good manners and morals, but that their psychology was all wrong. He reasoned that just pictures of the dirty G.A.E. Bogeng. Per Struwwelpeter und sein Vateri Geschichte eines Bilderbuchs. Potsdam; Riitten & Loening Verlag, 1939, p, 37. fellow Struwwelpecer, of the burning dress, of the boy who had an accident because of his carelessness, were instructive and self-explanatory enough 12 to bring a stubborn little spirit to submission.
Dr. Hoffmann^s hunch was right. His book has been loved by children everywhere and may have done more teaching of good behavior than any children's book ever written;. To this day, parents in Germany and Austria admonish their children to think of the fate of Hoffmann's luckless little heroes and heroines.
When Mark Twain sat down to translate Per Struwwelpeter and duplicate its success on the American market, he neglected to take its importance as a teaching tool into consideration. As a humorist more concerned with the volume's entertainment value, Twain failed to see that two important con ditions needed to be met to make Slovenly Peter the same kind of success Hoffmann's work had been: It had to be written on a level comprehensible to young children; and a clear, unobstructed lesson had to be presented in each tale. Twain's work is lacking on both these counts. His jingles are replete with words and turns of phrases that no child of six or seven could understand and the moral of the original jingles is obstructed again and again by the often humorous changes that Twain made in the German text. Hoffmann's Per Struwwelpeter instructed while it entertained the young reader. Twain's jingles place entertainment, not of the child, but of the adult, in the foreground. His work is full of humor and he has succeeded in producing rhymes that are 'catchy' and pleasing to the e a r .
12 Bogeng, p. 38 Considering Twain's lifelong fascination with the reversal of the roles of the good and bad little boy (a reversal in which the bad boy turns out to be much better than the apparently obedient little fellow the grownups are quick to praise), it is conceivable that he may have 13 found the temptation to sabotage Hoffmann's work too great.
Twain worked feverishly^or three days and nights to write Slovenly Peter; however, once his initial enthusiasm had abated, he may have realized that the work he had written was substantially different from the original. Whatever the case. Twain put his Slovenly Peter aside and did not try to publish it again, turning instead to other writing projects to extricate himself from the financial muddle he was in.
13 Such role reversals can be easily observed in Huckleberry Finn, Tom Sawyer, and in "The Story of the Bad Little Boy."
